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Analysis, knowledge of, and clarity on the ideological perspective of the ANC is of critical importance 
in the everyday life of the movement, 
especially at this juncture, when 
our country is faced with gigantic 
challenges of poverty, unemployment 
and growing inequalities.
The means we choose to confront 
these challenges can only work when 
they are being implemented within 
a particular ideological framework, 
which we must convince society to 
embrace and own, so that we can all 
move in the same direction towards a 
common united vision.
The importance of an ideological 
framework is also to ensure that we 
subscribe to a certain revolutionary 
perspective which will bind us to 
a particular revolutionary morality, 
and compel us to act in a particular 
manner, to uphold our conviction in 
our promises to the society. 
The Oxford dictionary submits that 
the classical definition of ideology is “a 
system of ideas and ideals, especially 
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one which forms the basis of economic 
or political theory and practice”.  On 
the other hand Marx and Engels go 
much further when they write, “the 
class which has the means of material 
production at its disposal, has control 
at the same time over the means of 
mental production”.  Therefore, “The 
ideas of the ruling class in every epoch 
are the ruling ideas”.
According to Marxism there are 
two critically important ideologies in 
the current epoch: The ideology of 
the working class, and the capitalist 
ideology. However, the ANC has 
essentially drawn its culture, symbols, 
beliefs, political theory and practice 
from its traditions of struggle to rid 
this country of apartheid colonialism, 
and restore the dignity of the black 
people in general and the Africans in 
particular. 
Over the more than hundred years 
of its existence, the ANC progressively 
developed to serve all sections of the 
population. It remains committed to 
non-racialism and to addressing the 
plight of the people of South Africa, 
especially the working class and the 
poor. 
However the focus of the ANC 
is neither to build socialism now, 
nor to refurbish and consolidate the 
foundations of capitalism. But the 
ANC, as pointed out in the Strategy 
and Tactics of 2007, as affirmed by 
the Mangaung National Conference, 
is to create a developmental state 
utilising a mixed economy approach, 
as expressed in the need for the 
strategic intervention of the state in the 
economy.
Current ideological scenario
Nearly 19 years ago we achieved 
a democratic breakthrough from the 
system of racist apartheid colonialism. 
Since 1994, there seems to have 
been a systematic erosion of the 
revolutionary ideology of the ANC, and 
its replacement with neo-liberalism.
The intense ideological struggle 
within the ANC is reflected in the push 
for access to resources by all means 
possible, even illegal, by some who 
are powerful and well connected. The 
control of the economy remains in the 
hands of a tiny minority which is now 
joined by the newly rich.
Each day that passes, there are 
increasingly audacious attempts to 
reverse the gains of the democratic 
revolution.
Given that the movement has 
become a mass movement with 
minimal restrictions for the acceptance 
of new members, the ANC has become 
a ruling party, which controls state 
assets, and attracts all classes and strata 
of the society. This changes it from a 
broad church to an arena of ideological 
gladiators fighting to the death.
Compounding and further 
complicating the raging ideological 
contestations is the dearth of ideological 
depth. Ideology has somehow become 
a pariah word in a world where power 
is falsely paraded as neutral. This is 
a world where revolutionaries have 
become scarce, and boardroom power 
brokers, who have become bona fide 
members of the movement, are the 
new fad.
It is essential to  analyse with care the 
ideology of the ANC in order to focus 
our movement on its historic mission, 
and help it to shed the burden of the 
alien behavioural patterns currently 
tearing it apart.
Ideological contests of the past
During the early years of the 
ideological positioning of the ANC, 
contestation was fierce as illustrated by 
the exit of the Pan Africanist Congress 
in 1958, followed by the expulsion of 
an anti–communist grouping in 1980.
Equally the emergence of the 
Marxist Workers’ Tendency is another 
clear illustration of attempts to steer 
the ANC towards becoming a pseudo 
working class party.
These contestations, from both the 
ultra-left and the right tendencies, to 
influence the ideological perspective 
of the ANC repeatedly failed. They 
could not make headway, because the 
politics of the ANC were informed by 
its realities, encapsulated in its theory 
of the revolution.
During the height of the existence 
of the socialist system, primarily in 
Eastern Europe, those opposed to 
our liberation found it easy to distort 
the ideology of the ANC, and readily 
pigeon-hole it as a communist, or 
communist led organisation.
But the reality of the ideology of the 
ANC drawn from its mission, based on 
the utmost need to lead the people 
to liberate themselves from colonial 
bondage, prevailed at all times. This 
resilience was driven by a leadership 
possessing a strong conviction about 
the direction, strategy and mission 
based on the ideological perspective of 
the ANC. 
This ideology cut across class and 
race and mobilised not only South 
Africans, but the whole world against 
an unjust system afflicting all members 
of the society, but of course in different 
degrees. It exposed the divisiveness 
of apartheid, and sought to unite 
all patriots for the attainment of our 
liberation, for the development of a 
better, democratic and prosperous 
society.
This ideology was based on 
the notion that the defeat of the 
racist apartheid colonialism could not 
come about through the efforts of the 
ANC alone. Not even through the 
actions of the black people alone.  It 
recognised that apartheid colonialism, 
which was alternatively known as 
colonialism of a special type, was a 
danger to peace and a crime against 
humanity.
It is national  
because it pursues 
the ideal of building a 
non-racial nation; it is 
democratic because 
its seeks to banish the 
vestiges of tribalism, 
patriarchy and racism 
and commits to 
entrench a culture of 
human rights; and it is 
revolutionary because 
it is inclined to the left, 
as a disciplined force 
that seeks to bring 
about fundamental 
economic and social 
transformation.
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It promoted a united effort of 
all the progressive forces, including 
those within the white section of the 
population opposed to apartheid, to 
bring liberation and lasting peace and 
progress to South Africa.
On the basis of greater unity, 
straddling class and race, the ANC 
pondered the question in the Strategy 
and Tactics of 1969: “How can we 
strengthen and make effective the 
co-operation between communities, 
and how can we integrate committed 
revolutionaries irrespective of their 
racial background?”
This desire for greater unity 
differentiates the ANC from the 
ultra-left leanings of workerist 
tendencies, or even a Marxist party, 
whose mission, drawn from its ideology 
of the working class, is the building of a 
socialist society.
On the other hand, the total 
rejection of black exclusivism did not 
make the ANC the darling of some anti-
colonial freedom fighters. The non-
racial stance of the ANC was viewed 
by some as capitulation to the whims of 
‘white liberals and communists’. 
Current challenges
Our democracy is still relatively 
young, emerging from a divided 
society, in which over centuries our 
colonial past of subjugation through 
racial lines entrenched itself, and left 
the ideas of the ruling class deeply 
embedded in our society. We emerge 
with deep racial scars, which have 
implanted deep mistrust among the 
citizens of our country. 
After a period of relative peace in 
our midst, during the early years of 
transformation, we currently stand 
at the crossroads, the future of our 
country uncertain, unless of course we 
revisit our basics, and chart our way 
into the future from firm ideological 
foundations.
We are challenged by the existence 
of extreme poverty, which afflicts 
mainly Blacks in general and Africans 
in particular. This is a major threat 
to national security, unity, cohesion 
and peace. 
Decidedly the challenge of extreme 
poverty and inequality in our society 
cannot be overcome by an accidental 
establishment of a welfare state. It 
cannot be overcome by the populist 
outbursts of desperate measures 
feeding on the frustrations of the poor. 
And it cannot be overcome by the 
crude importation of development 
strategies from elsewhere.
But it is a challenge that can only be 
confronted and defeated by political 
and economic strategies that are based 
on properly aligning the ANC to its 
ideological perspective. Our ideology 
must serve as the basis and our guide 
to action.
Can the ANC – whose members are 
drawn from rich and poor; working 
class and management;  employed and 
unemployed; farmers and  peasants; 
intellectuals and the illiterate - have 
an ideological perspective which 
embraces and advances the interests of 
all its membership cutting through all 
sections of society? 
The declaration of the Decade 
of the Cadre, as adopted by the 
Mangaung Conference, attempts to 
resolve some of these questions by 
specifying the years of service in the 
movement required to qualify for 
certain leadership positions. It also puts 
an emphasis on the training of cadres 
in order to serve in both government 
and ANC leadership positions.
Political training is emphasised, 
but not much is said on the need for 
in-depth ideological training.  Is this 
perhaps due to the fear of dealing 
with ideology in a world that has been 
overtaken by neo-liberalism. It could 
also be we are no longer sure how to 
define the ideology of the ANC. 
Ideology of the ANC
Any attempt to answer the question 
regarding the definition of the ideology 
of the ANC must be premised on the 
fact that the ideal of the ANC is to 
have legitimacy as the leader of South 
African society, and have its ideas as 
‘the ruling ideas’ of society. 
We must proceed with the 
understanding that the noble struggle 
to develop national cohesion, across 
class and racial differences, to 
deepen democracy and bring about 
fundamental economic changes in 
the lives of the people of our country 
is the centrepiece of ANC policy and 
thinking.
Therein we shall find the glue that 
bound the movement together and 
put it in the leadership of the people, 
while its ideas were found growing 
in the struggling masses and the 
revolutionaries. 
In this vein, the Strategy and Tactics 
documents of the ANC, since 1969, 
characterise the aspiration of the ANC 
to bring about fundamental change 
in South Africa, as the ‘National 
Democratic Revolution’.
It is a national democratic revolution 
which seeks to build a national 
democratic society. It is national 
because it pursues the ideal of building 
a non-racial nation; it is democratic 
because its seeks to banish the vestiges 
of tribalism, patriarchy and racism 
and commits to entrench a culture of 
human rights; and it is revolutionary 
because it is inclined to the left, as a 
disciplined force that seeks to bring 
about fundamental economic and 
social transformation.
Therefore the ideology of the 
ANC is Revolutionary Democratic 
Nationalism. It is a set of ideas 
that draw from the best of human 
achievement and aspirations. It reflects 
our struggles and projects our future. It 
must be the basis of our political ideals 
and economic policy, and embrace the 
values of human rights and prosperity 
for all.
Those who belittle the idea of an 
ideology within the ANC, do so out 
of a particular historical reality. This 
is because they fear that the battle of 
Leaders must be 
role models of unity, 
should have respect 
for democratic values 
and possess the will to 
transform themselves, 
along with the society, 
and prosper only 
when the society does. 
They must project 
the ideology of the 
movement in their  
life style.
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ideas will always favour an ideology 
which aligns itself with a class that is 
responsible for building the future, 
while taking along other progressive 
classes and strata of society. They 
fear that the vulgar avarice and 
the individualism of the capitalist 
society cannot compare favourably 
with the progressive ideas aligned to 
the dynamism of the working class 
as the future of a transformed and 
restructured society.
The role and character of ideology
Does mention of the working 
class make the ANC a communist 
organisation?  It does not, and it 
must not. But indeed, it makes the 
ANC an organisation that recognises 
and acknowledges its position as the 
vanguard party for transformation in 
our country. 
But being a vanguard of societal 
transformation bestows certain serious 
responsibilities on the movement. 
These are responsibilities of the 
leadership of society as a whole. The 
ANC does not only lead its members, 
but it leads the whole society.
Therefore, in line with the position 
we occupy in society, we must not take 
the people for granted. Ideological 
conviction becomes extremely 
important in determining the character 
and content of leadership. A leader 
of choice must not only be grounded 
in the ideological perspectives of the 
ANC, but must be able and indeed 
ready to live according to its prescripts.
Leaders must be role models 
of unity, should have respect for 
democratic values and possess the will 
to transform themselves, along with 
the society, and prosper only when 
the society does. They must project 
the ideology of the movement in their 
life style.
The cadres of the national liberation 
movement, from which the leadership 
must be drawn, must be ideologues 
who participate in peoples’ initiatives 
and activities, and give leadership 
through their advanced knowledge of 
societal dynamics.
Ideologically grounded cadres 
would act with honesty and humility 
in the knowledge that, through their 
advanced thinking, they are able to 
interact with ordinary people as equals 
and give sound, well-considered 
advice, which is the strength of any 
leader.
The Strategy and Tactics document 
of 2007, reflecting what one would 
regard as the principles of the ideology 
of the Revolutionary Democratic 
Nationalism, states: 
“Given the vision of a national 
democratic society and the motive 
forces of change, what should be the 
character of the movement to lead 
transformation?
To carry out the NDR in the current 
phase requires a progressive national 
liberation movement which:
• understands the interconnection 
between political and socio- 
economic challenges in our 
society;
• leads the motive forces of the 
NDR in pursuing their common 
aspirations and ensuring that 
their sectoral interests are linked 
to the strategic objective;
• masters the terrain of electoral 
contest, utilises political power 
to advance the objectives of the 
NDR and wields instruments 
of state in line with these ideals 
as reflected in the National 
Constitution;
• organises and mobilises the 
motive forces and builds 
broader partnerships to drive the 
process of reconstruction and 
development, nation building 
and reconciliation; and
• conducts itself, both in its internal 
practices and in relation to 
society at large, in line with the 
ideals represented by the NDR 
and acts as a microcosm of the 
future.”
Deliberately, the cadres of an 
organisation that subscribes to the 
above-mentioned principles would 
as a matter of fact aspire to live an 
exemplary life above reproach and 
befitting leaders who are focused on 
building a better society.
Conclusion
Leadership of society, as the 
vanguard, means that we should be 
beyond reproach as members and 
leaders of the ANC. Our conduct in 
our everyday life, in our leadership 
of the ANC, the society, and in the 
matters of governance should inspire 
respect, patriotism, and reverence for 
the constitution of the land. We must 
earn the accolades of society, and not 
coerce the society to fear us. 
To recoup our position as the 
vanguard of the South African society, 
we need to provide leadership and 
direction. It is desirable that we 
understand our position and engage 
society in dialogue to understand 
better the fault lines of our society, 
and devise together the means to 
build bridges, and have a common 
understanding to face a promising 
future together.
For our ideas to displace the ideas 
of the past, we need to embrace 
intellectuals within our ranks, and also 
nurture organic intellectuals within 
our organisation. We can only gain 
hegemony in society when we have 
a better and deeper understanding of 
our society and its pressing needs. 
Political education, formal academic 
education, science education and 
skills development stand out as the 
most important strategies to grow our 
economy, create quality jobs and break 
the back of poverty in our country.
Our revolutionary ideological 
perspectives must be central to our 
discussion of our policies, and to our 
leadership choices. We must make 
our ideology the premise for our 
efforts to draw many South Africans 
into our sphere of thinking to effect 
the fundamental transformation of our 
society.
We must act on the basis of our 
ideology, which draws the parameters 
of our revolutionary convictions, 
to resolve the problems of the 
people, and give to South Africa our 
revolutionary best. 
For our ideas to 
displace the ideas of 
the past, we need to 
embrace intellectuals 
within our ranks, and 
also nurture organic 
intellectuals within 
our organisation.
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